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When I was first invited to contribute a paper to this conference, 1 chose the theme of the 
Museums & Galleries Commission's Larger Scale Systems Initiative, known generally as 
LASSI. But when the time carne to prepare the paper itself, I felt it might be more helpful if 
1 were to broaden its scope, to discuss other ways in which my organisation, the Museums & 
Galleries Commission (MGC), is working to improve documentation standards in UK 
museums. As you will see, most of our activities involve collaboration to a greater or lesser 
extent. 

First, I should like to say a few words about the way museums are organised and funded in 
the UK, and in particular the MGC's role. The approach is rather different from the position 
in Romania, and other Central and Eastern European countries, where you have central 
Ministries of Culture, which makes it comparatively easy to organise initiatives, and 
introduce new systems, on a national hasis. 

If I had been giving this talk one month ago, I would have been able to say that the UK had 
never had a "Ministry of Culture". In fact the new Conservative Govemment has, following 
its election victory in April, fulfilled its manifesta promise to establish a new Ministry, with 
responsibility for the arts, sports, environment and the heritage. But our new Department of 
National Heritage is unlikely to alter the essentially decentralised and independent structure 
of museums in the UK. Of the approximately 2,500 museums in Britain, only 19 national 
museums are funded directly by the central government. All of these national museums are 
funded through the so-called arm's length principle, which means that the govemment 
delegates the responsibility for running and managing the institution to boards of 
independent trustees. There are about 800 local authority museums, funded by 
municipalities, about 400 university museums and collections owned and financed by 
universities, and approximately 200 museums of the armed services, most of which are 
funded by the Ministry of Defence, through individual service units. The remaining 1, 100 or 
so museums are the so-called independents: charitable trusts or companies receiving little or 
no public subsidy, and dependent on admission fees and other income for their survival. 

This rather varied situation explains in part the importance of the role played by the 
Museums & Galleries Commission. Just like the national museums, the MGC is funded by 
central govemment, but enjoys autonomous status. Indeed, we defend our independence 
proudly, and do not hesitate to criticise government policy when we believe that the interests 
of museums are at risk. Our primary role since we were established more than 60 years ago 
has been to act as the govemment's expert adviser on museum policy and museum matters. 
We can do this because we are able to call on a wide range of specialist expertise, both 
within the MGC and from within the wider museum community. During the past 10 to 15 
years we ha ve extended our specialist advisory ro le to museums themsel ves, and the MGC is 
now able to offer museums high-quality advice on security, conservation, exhibitions, and 
other activities. The MGC itself is very small-around 40 staff in total-and so we use the 
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10 regional Area Museum Councils, most of which are financed by us, to provide advice and 
training to museums on a local hasis. Finally, the MGC has at least f3m per year available 
to pass on to museums in one-off grants. This allows it to give some practica! back-up to the 
advice it is giving. 

The MGC's other main function is the development and raising of standards in UK museums. 
The MGC is currently working toward published guidelines and standards covering such 
diverse activities as specialised collection care, management of the museum environment, 
disabled access to museums, and museum security. And one of the key areas in which we 
seek to promote standards is museum documentation. 

Perhaps one of the risks of a decentralised organisational and funding structure is that it can 
lead to widely differing standards and approaches in areas of museum work such as 
documentation. In many UK museums, significant proportions of collections remain 
inadequately documented or indeed not documented at all. This goes right to the top--a 
1989 report from our National Audit Office severely criticised documentation and 
collections management procedures in the Victoria & Albert Museum and other important 
national museums. The MGC seeks through three main ways to improve this situation, the 
addressing of which we regard as a high priority. 

First, we provide funding for the Museum Documentation Association (or MDA), an 
organisation with which some of you will already be familiar. The MDA is the central 
advisory and supporting body for documentation in the UK. It is directly involved in setting 
its own standards, such as the MDA Data Standard, and it has recently set up a working 
group led by Andrew Roberts to developa new UK-wide data standard. The MDA has an 
established and growing outreach programme, which seeks through training and advisory 
visits to ali parts of the country to encourage greater awareness among museums, especially 
smaller ones, of the importance of documentation. It has developed and successfully 
marketed a low-cost computer package, MODES, which has for the first time given many 
smaller museums the opportunity to introduce computerised documentation. 

Our second initiative is the MGC National Registration Scheme for museums. This scheme 
differs from the rest of our standards work, which is based on best or at the least recognised 
good practice, in that it is a minimum standards scheme. We want Registration to be a 
scheme in which not only the British Museum, but also the well-run village museum, can 
participate. The 1970s and 1980s were boom decades for museums in the UK, with 
hundreds of new projects. Registration, which is a voluntary scheme, is intended to ensure 
that the limited funds available for museums from public and private sources are 
concentrated toward museums that can demonstrate that they have achieved certain basic 
minimum standards, or else are seriously trying to meet them. So to be eligible to receive 
grants from the MGC and other grant-giving bodies, UK museums must have achieved 
registered status. Collections management is one of a number of key elements in 
Registration. 

Museums applying for Registration must provide a policy statement giving details of: 

• The museum's acquisition and disposal policy 
• The nature of the museum's existing collection 
• Documentation of the collection 
• Access to professional conservation advice. 

42 

www.cimec.ro



4-6 May RECOMDOC '92 Romania 

The minimum documentation requirement is: 

• The maintenance of a register with records about all accessions and long-term loans, each 
including an accession or inventory number and sufficient information for collections 
managementpurposes 

• The marking or labelling of each accession and (where appropriate) each individual abject 
with a unique accession or inventory number 

• The maintenance of one of more indexes or equivalent information retrieval facilities 
including (where appropriate) subject, donor, and locations lists 

• lf documentation of the collection has not been completed as set out above, a statement of 
the museum's policy to eliminate this backlog within a stated timescale. 

Although these requirements may seem simple, documentation has been the overall biggest 
single problem area for museums seeking Registration. The more positive news is that 
Registration has helped make more museums aware of the need for good documentation, and 
has enabled many to obtain previously unavailable funding to take on new specialist staff to 
tackle their documentation backlogs. I do therefore believe that Registration is already 
bringing visible and lasting improvements to basic documentation standards in the UK. 

I said that Registration was a minimum standards scheme. By contrast, the Larger Scale 
Systems Initiative (LASSI) is a project aiming for the highest standards from the beginning. 
LASSI is a consortium of nine museums, seven of them major nationals, which have, 
together with the MGC, agreed to assess the feasibility of joint development of a new 
generation of computerised collection management systems, for use in medium-sized and 
larger museums. Both the Audit Oftice criticisms I mentioned earlier and the Registration 
Scheme have helped to convince many major museums that they should review their 
documentation needs. Of course, it is also in theory cheaper to develop one system jointly 
than to pursue separate paths, which is by and large what the UK national museums have 
done in the past. The consortium members are: 

• Museums & Galleries Commission 
• Imperial War Museum 
• Natural History Museum 
• National Maritime Museum 
• National Museums & Galleries on Merseyside 
• Science Museum 
• Tate Gallery 
• Victoria & Albert Museum 
• The Manchester Museum 
• Nottingham City Museums 

As you can see from this list, the participating institutions cover a wide spectrum of 
collection types and requirements. And indeed one possible outcome of the collaboration 
might still turn out to be agreement that the needs of museums such as the Natural History 
Museum or the Tate are so different that each should go its own way. We do not in fact 
believe this to be likely, and the work done so far would suggest that there is substantial 
commonality among core functions. 
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The procedure adopted by LASSI has been to commiSSion, from a firm of computing 
consultants, an initial feasibility study, which will: 

• Assess the feasibility and extent of collaborative development 
• Make recommendations as to how this should be done-i.e., from full in-house 

development through buying an existing system (if one can be found that meets aU the 
identified needs), to commercial partnership 

• Draw up a specification for a joint system, which is detailed enough for LAS SI to be able 
to use it as a tender document, when inviting bids for the next stage of development work 

• Identify key differences between museums' requirements, so that, should individual 
museums choose to go their own way, they are able to do so. 

The consultancy work began toward the end of 1991, and I had hoped to be able to present 
the consultants' findings to you at this conference. But, as often happens, we have hit some 
delays and unforeseen difficulties, so that our report is not yet ready. The main conclusions 
do, however, already seem clear: that there is a remarkable degree of commonality among 
the nine participants, and that the consultants will advise us to avoid the expensive and risky 
option of developing a new system ourselves. Rather, it should be possible to encourage a 
commercial partner to invest in the project, especially since the MGC and LASSI would like 
the final system to be available for many more museums than the nine currently involved, 
perhaps even including museums in other countries. 

In coming to the end of this outline of some of the MGC's activities in the documentation 
sphere, I have asked myself what common strands and guiding principles emerge that others 
might tind useful. 

The Registration Scheme has been enthusiastically welcomed by museums, over 1,400 of 
which have now applied for registration. Important contributors to its success must, in my 
view, be the facts that it is voluntary, and that it is, to agreat extent, a collaborative initiative 
with the whole museum community. It is not the MGC itself which makes the decision 
whether to agree to register a museum, but our Registration Committee, which is composed 
not only of MGC staff, but also of curators, directors, and other museum professionals. We 
are currently preparing the second four-year phase of Registration, for which the range of 
activities covered by minimum standards will be extended. Again, this is being done in close 
consultation with the wider museum community. 

LASSI is also a good example of specialists agreeing to work together, to seek a more 
comprehensive and cost-effective solution to a shared problem, one which it is hoped will 
eventually benefit a much larger number of museums throughout the country and abroad. 

At the end of the day, collaboration is about communication and a willingness to share: not 
only the benefits, but also the risks. I can only second what another speaker at this 
conference has said about the vital importance of open communication to ali museums, and 
to those who work in them. Where I believe the MGC has, at least to some extent, got it right 
is in maintaining an objective position-independent of central govemment yet being seen to 
enjoy its support; recognised by museums and government alike as offering expertise and 
good-quality advice. I believe it has also helped that we make clear our concern for ali UK 
museums, from the largest to the smallest. None of the work we are engaged in, including 
our documentation initiatives, would be really successful were we to be afraid to listen to 
others' advice and expertise, and to leam from it when appropriate. Leaming fror;n others 
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cannot be confined to one's own country, which is one more reason why conferences such as 
RECOMDOC '92 are so important. 
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